The article "International peace initiatives to resolve the conflict in Syria" reveals the international efforts to bring the conflict to an end and start a meaningful peace process that would reconcile the conflicting parties and engage them in a series of negotiations aiming to initiate a National Dialogue, draft a mutually acceptable Constitution and prepare free and fair elections that would decide the issue of political power in the country. The article outlines the peace endeavors of the United Nations Security Council, which adopted several resolutions to support the efforts to prevent the use of chemical weapons in Syria, authorize a mechanism to conduct humanitarian operations and establish cease-fire conditions. Furthermore, the article describes in detail the so called Geneva Peace Process as the framework, which started negotiating the establishment of transitional power architecture with a transitional governing body possessing full executive powers, comprised of representatives of the Syrian regime and the opposition. The article goes on to highlight the guidelines and principles of the political transition and the results of the subsequent rounds of political talks, which didn't yield a conclusive outcome because of the unfavorable conditions on the ground and the ongoing offensive of the government forces against the opposition groups. Then, the article analyzes the peace efforts undertaken under the leadership of the countries engaged to the greatest extent with the events on the ground -Russia, Turkey and Iran, and summarizes the results achieved at the meetings held in Astana in order to negotiate conditions for the cessation of military operations and the launch of a peace dialogue between the regime and the opposition. The article emphasizes upon the meeting of 3-4 May 2017, when a memorandum was signed on creating four De-escalation Zones in the territories controlled by the opposition, and underlines the importance of the next meeting, when decisions were made to establish a trilateral coordination centre for combined operations in the zones and to convene a Syrian Congress of the National Dialogue in January 2018 in Sochi. Finally, the article concludes that the political settlement requires a balance between the geopolitical objectives of the outside factors involved and the power ambitions of the internal players and argues that the outcome of the negotiations depends mainly on the situation on the ground.
INTRODUCTION
The civil war in Syria is an internal conflict with far-reaching effects on the security in the Middle East and neighbouring regions, as well as in Europe and the world as a whole. From its onset onwards, the conflict has had multiple negative implications on the security environment regionally and globally. The destabilizing impact of the conflict on the security environment in the Middle East and neighbouring regions reaches critical levels, thus triggering an increasing joint endeavour to take feasible measures for its settlement. This is because the Syrian conflict shapes the security environment both regionally and globally, producing security challenges and threats simultaneously with the changing strategic paradigm in the Black Sea zone and the growing military activity in the Black Sea region. Russia's direct military intervention in the Syrian conflict was another step of widening Russian influence to the East and eventually to secure its access to the Mediterranean. However, the ongoing militarization of the Black Sea is non-productive, as it leads to higher security risks.
The main challenge throughout Syrian peace negotiations is the need to tackle differences among stakeholders which have diverse and often diametrically opposed interests. The prospects for a successful outcome depend on the ability to design mechanisms addressing the controversies of the participants in the conflict and to negotiate mutually beneficial conditions to engage them in the peace process. The attempts to initiate a transitional political period aimed at conciliation and power sharing between the opposing sides should be in line with the balance of interests and military operations on the ground. Direct and indirect players in the Syrian conflict are aware that peace will be a function of the war, i.e. negotiations will depend directly on the outcomes of military operations. Therefore the opposing sides first seek to achieve military success that would warrant them favourable starting positions in the peace process.
THE SYRIAN PEACE PROCESS
The UN has been more actively engaged with the conflict after the failed peace plan of the Arab League, which envisaged a mission of observers to be sent to monitor the implementation of the measures intended to reduce tensions. Given the uncontrolled escalation of clashes and hostilities in January 2012, the Arab League terminated the mission for an indefinite time, which marked the end of the regional attempts to resolve the conflict.
A positive example of the effective and efficient work of the UNSC is Resolution 2118 of 27.09.2013, supporting the joint plan of the United States and Russia on destruction and elimination of the stockpile of chemical weapons in Syria. The resolution states that "no party should use, develop, produce, acquire, stockpile, retain, or transfer chemical weapons" and that the other countries "shall refrain from providing any form of support to non-state actors that attempt to develop, acquire, manufacture, possess, transport, transfer or use weapons of mass destruction, including chemical weapons, and their means of delivery". The plan has been relatively successful since 2014 but after the investigation of the UN and the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) revealed the use of chemical weapons by the regime, Russia has gradually withdrawn its support and in 2017 the investigation came to an end.
In July 2014 the UNSC adopted Resolution 2165, authorizing the UN to deliver humanitarian aid without prior permission from the Syrian authorities and establishing a mechanism to conduct humanitarian operations. In February 2018 Resolution 2401 was adopted, establishing a 30-day cessation of hostilities between the warring parties across the Syrian territory. The humanitarian break was necessary to deliver aid and evacuate the critically sick and wounded.
The Geneva Peace Process starts from the so-called Geneva Communique or Geneva-1, signed on 30 June 2012 by the members of the Syria Action Groupthe Secretaries-General of the United Nations and the Arab League, the European Union High Representative for Foreign and Security Policy, the foreign ministers of UNSC permanent member states, and the foreign ministers of Turkey, Iraq, Kuwait and Qatar. The importance of this document lies in the fact that it provides for the establishment of "a transitional government with a transitional governing body possessing full executive powers", comprised of representatives of the Syrian regime and the opposition. The document lays down the guidelines and principles of the political transition as follows:
 The transition should be led by the Syrians themselves and should offer a perspective for the future that can be shared by all in Syria;
 The transition period should include a time-table with clear steps towards the realization of that perspective;
 All actions should be taken in an environment of safety for all, stability and calm;
 The results should be valid for all and should be reached rapidly without further bloodshed.
For the first time specific actions to be implemented during the transition were defined:
 National Dialogue process should start and all groups and segments of the society in Syria must be enabled to participate in it;
 The constitutional order and the legal system should be reviewed and the constitutional draft should be subject to popular approval;  Once the new constitutional order is established, it is necessary to prepare for and conduct free and fair multi-party elections for the new institutions and offices that have been established with the new Constitution.
In January 2014 the second round of negotiations was held (so-called Geneva-2), which rapidly failed as there were no agreed criteria to define which groups belonged to the legitimate Syrian opposition.
In December 2015 the UNSC adopted Resolution 2254, thus reconfirming its endorsement of the Geneva Communiqué, approving the establishment of credible, inclusive and non-sectarian governance for six months and setting a schedule for holding elections within 18 months and a schedule for drafting a new constitution. These rather ambitious intentions were followed by many initiatives aimed at the formation of a united negotiation team to represent the entire Syrian opposition. This appeared to be an extremely difficult task, given the different goals and interests of the stakeholders.
The next round (Geneva-3) was held in February 2016 and lasted only two days without achieving any significant results. The negotiations were terminated because of the ongoing offensive of the government forces against the opposition groups in the area of Aleppo. In 2017 several rounds of negotiations (Geneva 4-8) were held but there was no result due to controversies on key issues such as the pertinence of negotiations before the collapse of the regime, the formula of power and the participation of Bashar al Assad in the post-conflict arrangements, the constitutional order of Syria after the war.
The efforts for political settlement continued but this time under the leadership of the countries engaged to the greatest extent with the events on the ground -Russia, Turkey and Iran.
From January to October 2017 seven international meetings were held in Astana, hosting negotiations aimed to create conditions for the cessation of military operations and the launch of a peace dialogue between the regime and the opposition. At the first meeting (23-24 January) aimed to specify the conditions for ceasefire, the US attended as observers, later joined by the UN (the Special Envoy Staffan de Mistura) and Jordan. The guarantor states (Russia, Iran and Turkey) agreed on establishing a trilateral mechanism of control on compliance with the ceasefire. At the next meetings they agreed on establishment of a joint working group (accountable to the UN) for monitoring the ceasefire regime and discussed issues for the maintenance of security in the regions joining the truce.
At the meeting of 3-4 May 2017 a memorandum was signed on creating four De-escalation Zones in the territories controlled by the opposition as follows: Zone 1 including parts of the provinces of Idlib, Latakia, Hama and Aleppo, Zone 2 in the province of Homs, Zone 3 in the suburb of Damascus, Eastern Ghouta, and Zone 4 including parts of the provinces of Daraa and Al Quneitra. The zones aim to negotiate on the spot conditions for ceasefire suspension, gradual disarmament and integration of armed groups, thus improving the humanitarian situation and creating favourable conditions for political settlement of the conflict. To confirm that the zones did not aim at Syria's divide the guarantor states signed a joint statement, indicating that they supported the preservation of Syria's sovereignty, independence, unity and territorial integrity. After that Zone 1 was conditionally transformed into a demilitarized zone (DMZ).
The main outcome of the next meetings was the agreement on the establishment of a trilateral coordination centre for combined operations in the de-escalation zones. Moreover, they agreed on the convocation of a Syrian Congress of the National Dialogue, to be held in January 2018 in Sochi with the participation of all segments of Syrian society (Baresh, 2019; Bekiarova, 2017; Bekiarova, 2019a; 2018-b) .
The Congress took a decision to set up a committee to draft a new Constitution pursuant to Resolution 2254, triggering a process of negotiation of the post-war governance in Syria. At the next two meetings, possibilities for improving the dialogue between the regime and the opposition and return of the refugees and internally displaced persons were discussed and the guarantor states confirmed their commitment to assist in the formation of a Constitutional committee (Terziev, Petkov, Krastev, 2018c-k; Terziev, Bankov, Georgiev, 2018l-m) .
CONCLUSION
The problems and stand-offs in South Caucasus reveal it as a miniature model of the world with all existing possible challenges, risks, and threats. It is difficult to find any positive signs of the end of confrontation. Options for settlement of the conflict have not been found yet. Probably the regulation of the conflict for Nagorno-Karabakh would continue for a lengthy period of time and the conflicts on Georgian territory would not be reversed and separatist territories would not be back to the country's territories.
In the foreseeable future, the existing status-quo in the relationships of the global geopolitical players would develop negatively and the confrontation would last for a long period. Russia is expected to make efforts to consolidate the near foreign areas included in the sphere of the exclusive Russian interests, which is clearly demonstrated by the annexation of Crimea, the conflicts in South East Ukraine and the whole Black Sea region. Such a policy does not lead to peacemaking and stability.
The US role in South Caucasus will depend on the situation in the Black Sea region, Central and South Asia and no increase of the US military and political presence is expected for the time being. Given the current developments in the Middle East, in Afghanistan and the unclear future of US-Iran relationships, a more proactive US policy in South Caucasus could be expected.
In the conditions of enhanced commitment by the big geopolitical players it may be expected that Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan will gradually realise their common interests and will seek to find paths to one another. This would be a clear sign of their ability to find a reasonable and peaceful solution to their common problems.
